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THE MYSTERIOUS BOX

October, 1940

Nancy Brown was not born to be a secret radio interceptor during the Second World War. In fact, the War had not even started when she was born, in 1929. It started ten years later. She remembers the day. It was a Sunday in September. She had been at church; with her family when, after the service, she noticed the grown-ups whispering to each other. Suddenly, Mother appeared in front of her; her face looking pained. She took Nancy’s hand and swept her outside. Only when they were half-way home did she stoop down and whisper four words into Nancy’s ear: “We are at War.”

The adults talked about nothing else for weeks, but at first it made little difference to Nancy’s life. She still went to school, she was still best friends with Joyce, who lived next door, and she didn’t have any brothers to worry about being called up. But then, around a year after that day at church, things took a dramatic change. That was when the bombing started.

People had always said Orethorpe would be a prime target – with its four large factories – Granvilles, Langleys, Thorpe and Price and Gobley and Sons - all churning out vital contributions to the War effort. The first night it happened Nancy was at home as usual. The sudden burst of the loud electronic wailing of the air raid siren made her jump. There had been a few false alarms but she had still not got used to it and wondered if she ever would. Mother, who was sat just a few feet away, quickly wound up her knitting and placed it in a basket at her feet.

“Come on then, quickly,” she said, sounding impatient. Nancy’s older sister Mary had already got up from the table and had walked through the kitchen where she had opened the door onto the back yard. She stood in the yard staring into the sky. Mother grabbed three gas masks from the sideboard.

Nancy, Mary and Mother walked down the yard. As she glanced up, Nancy could see the criss-crossing of searchlights in the sky overhead. She dipped her head and saw the bulk of the air raid shelter in front of her. Father had covered the floor and part of the walls with old newspapers but the air stank of mould and the earth felt hard, cold and wet when Nancy sat down. She wrapped her old woollen cardigan tightly around her and pulled her knees up to her chest.

“Where is your father?” said Mother, sighing deeply. She pushed the makeshift door ajar so she could see him when he came.

“Do you want me to go and fetch him?” asked Nancy.

“No, no of course not, it’s not safe. Oh, where is he?” said Mother.

They waited, but there was no sign of Father. Overhead Nancy could hear a whirling sound she hadn’t heard before. Mother grew more impatient with each passing minute. Eventually she hauled herself up, pushed the door open and within a few seconds was striding down to the bottom of the yard, towards Dad’s shed.

Ten minutes passed and there was still no sign of their parents. Suddenly Mary roused herself. “If she can disappear I can nip to the lav,” she said, crawling towards the door.

“Me too, I want to go,” said Nancy.

The outside toilet was only a few yards away.

“We’ll have to pee in the dark as usual,” said Mary, going in first. “I can’t lock the door so just hold it for me.”

Not long later Nancy heard the toilet flush. Mary opened the door from the inside. “Rushed it so bad I’ve got pee halfway down my leg,” she said, giggling.

Nancy went inside. The smell was as musty and cold as that inside the shelter, but at least it was a familiar place. Afterwards she pulled the door open, but as she did so she suddenly caught sight of what seemed to be a black, rectangular box poking out at the far end of the toilet next to where Mother kept the pail and mop and other bits and pieces. It was a solid, dark mass which was scarcely visible in all the clutter. Nancy’s heart began to race.

“There’s a bomb in here, there’s a bomb!” she shrieked.

“Oh, very funny,” said Mary, holding the door open.

“It’s there, it’s there!” shouted Nancy again, pointing to the almost hidden object.

Mary peered around the door. At that moment Mother and Father appeared together, walking up the yard.

“Girls, what are you doing? Get back in the shelter,” said Mother.

“There’s a bomb,” said Nancy.

“Where?” Father dashed into the toilet and stood next to Nancy. On seeing the object he immediately ran over and knelt down and bent his head to put his ear next to it.

“Is it ticking?” asked Nancy.

“No, it’s not,” said Father.

“If a bomb had landed in our privy it’d be bigger than this and we’d have been blown to kingdom come,” said Mother.

Father remained bent over the box which, on closer inspection, now appeared to be a suitcase. Reaching out, he unclipped the clasps and lifted the lid. “It’s some kind of radio with wires and what look like headphones,” he said. He stretched himself upright. “I don’t right know what it is but it’s not going to blow us up.” He looked across to his wife. “What do you think my dear?”

But Mother didn’t have a chance to respond because at that moment the earth beneath their feet seemed to give way. It was more than an almighty boom: it was a detonation of everything they knew, as if the very air and space that surrounded them on that cold night had been covered with gunpowder and ignited. The force sent everyone to the ground of the privy. Dust from the ceiling began to rain down on them. What followed was several seconds of silence. Someone began to cough.

“Is everyone all right? Margaret, Mary, Nancy?” her father called out from the far side. Nancy’s mother and sister mumbled in reply; but, even though she tried to respond, the dust in her mouth, the ringing in her ears and the terror in her bones left Nancy unable to speak.

“Where’s Nancy?” came her father’s voice again. He was seated against the far wall of the privy, propped up between the sink and the black suitcase.

“She’s ‘ere,” said Mother, reaching out her hand to touch Nancy’s shoulder. Her daughter turned her face to her mother, her eyes squeezed tight and her small body trembling violently from the convulsive power of terror.

The morning after the bombing Nancy was awoken by the sound of her mother scraping out the grate of a fireplace downstairs. Sound travelled quickly through their small, terraced house, especially when Mother was busy. On opening her eyes Nancy remembered the night before and quickly pulled the blankets over her head. “How utterly embarrassing to have fainted like that,” she thought to herself.

Last night, after the blast, Father had carried her back into the house. She’d been aroused by the horrid, metallic taste of liquid being poured from a bottle. Whatever it was it seemed to calm her. An hour later she was in bed, staring blankly at the red and orange colours dancing against one of the walls in the room. Real bombs had landed on Orethorpe for the first time.

On awaking the bedroom somehow seemed colder. Nancy looked across to the bed belonging to her elder sister, Audrey. It was empty. Nancy shivered, hoping Audrey, the one born between Mary and herself, had made it to a friend’s house after her shift at the factory had ended. Nancy finally threw back the blankets and hauled her body into the freezing air of the bedroom. She dressed quickly, as a defence against the cold, before going downstairs. On opening the door separating the living room from the stairs she saw her mother on her knees before the fireplace.

“Now then pet? What’s doing?” She looked up at Nancy with a warm smile.

“Where got bombed?” asked Nancy weakly. She’d slid into one of the easy chairs against the wall.

“Tanners Lane got hit bad. Reckon as many as five houses or more went down.”

Mother eased herself up onto her feet and disappeared into the kitchen. Several minutes later she re-emerged with a plate and placed it in front of her youngest daughter. Nancy ate her breakfast in silence. Afterwards she decided to go down into the yard to see Dad in his shed.

The weak sunshine of early October had crept around the back wall of the yard and cast itself down one side. Nancy stepped from the shadows into the meagre warmth of its rays. Everything was so still, so different from last night. She opened the door to the shed and poked her head inside. As usual it was a confused mess of newspapers, wires, coils, planks of wood and tiny electric bulbs. Father lifted his head to greet her. “Nice of you to join the land of the living,” he said cheerfully. When he wasn’t working at the factory he spent many of his waking hours in here. Everyone called him a ‘ham’ and for ages Nancy hadn’t known what that meant. Then she’d learned what it meant to be a ham; or, rather, a radio ham. It meant you liked building radio sets, and he did – a lot.

“Did I make a complete fool of myself last night?” asked Nancy, to which Father just laughed.

“Not at all my dear,” he said, his grey eyebrows dancing up and down. “It gave us all a nasty fright. Rather a rude awakening for everyone if you ask me.”

Nancy wandered further into the shed. Sometimes Father would allow her to play with the radio sets. It was one of her favourite things to do. Today, though, she wasn’t drawn to the sets as she usually was. Instead, her eyes came to rest on the suitcase propped up against the back wall. Just then she heard voices in the yard. She swung around and saw Mother walking towards the shed. Behind her was a tall, thin-looking man in a heavy, blue coat. He was wearing a hat. With him was a young, red-haired boy, about Nancy’s age.

“Ernie, a man is here to look at that thing we found last night,” shouted Mother through the doorway.

All three entered the shed. Father stood up to welcome them. The tall man removed his hat and smiled.

“Thank you for alerting us Mr Brown; we’ve come to remove the article for inspection,” he said.

“Yes, of course, it’s just here,” said Father. He reached over and picked up the suitcase. Just as he went to hand it over the tall man spoke again.

“Might I prevail upon you for a few words in private?” he asked.

“Well, yes, yes,” said Father. He glanced over towards his wife.

“Come up to the kitchen to help me out,” said Mother to Nancy.

The pair walked up to the house. Once inside the kitchen Nancy turned to face the yard. The shed door had been closed. Ten minutes later the sound of voices could be heard again, coming towards the house. Father and the man and boy walked through the kitchen and into the living room. Mother stood up to greet them once more but Father quickly ushered them into the front room before he opened the door into the street. There were more muffled voices and then the sound of the door closing.

“Everything all right, dear?” asked Mother. Father appeared from the front room.

“Yes, my dear; now I’ve some work to catch up on so I’ll be in the shed,” he said, walking towards the kitchen door. A few moments later Nancy watched him disappear down the yard.



GUIDE NIGHT

1940

A few days after the bombing Nancy and Father walked through the streets of Orethorpe, she in her Guide uniform and he carrying an old leather satchel which was so full that it bulged out at every angle. They picked their way along the pavement in the dark. Every Tuesday evening her local Guide group would gather inside the cold church rooms to do whatever energetic activities the leaders could think of to keep them warm and aid the War effort.

Normally, Father would see her through the front door before he would turn to leave, but tonight he had promised Nancy that he would help her set up the equipment for her telegraphist badge. The pair walked into the room and made their way over to a table in the corner. Father opened the satchel and began to empty the contents onto the table. There was a main box with its dials and holes, a set of headphones and a Morse key. It was all that was needed for a basic wireless receiver, and had been carefully put together by Nancy and Father in his shed.

“Let’s have a run-through, eh lass?” said Father, his enthusiasm for anything to do with radio showing through. “You plug the headphones in here you see, and the Morse key.”

“Dad, you’re not supposed to show me,” Nancy whispered, her eyes wandering over to Miss Jolly, the Guide Captain, to make sure she wasn’t listening. “I’ll be okay; you go back home.”

“Okay lass, if you’re sure,” he said. He began to walk towards the door, but then stopped. Looking across the room, Nancy saw him talking to a man. He wore a long, dark overcoat and had a hat. Nancy had seen the hat before. It belonged to the man who had collected the mysterious case from the house. Beside him was a boy around her age, the same one who had also come to the house the day after the bombing.

“What are they doing here?” she wondered.

“…a very special guest.” Nancy’s attention swung back to Miss Jolly, who was standing in the middle of the room shouting out instructions as she went over to the man and shook hands. She was galloping out her words and making exaggerated hand gestures across the room.

Nancy turned back towards her table. “Will they give us the same message as last week?” The question came from Fiona who was standing close to Nancy. She was also taking her telegraphist badge that night.

“Shouldn’t think so: what would be the point?” replied Nancy. “It wouldn’t be a real test then, would it?”

After a few minutes she heard Miss Jolly’s voice again. “These are the pair doing their child nurse badges tonight,” she said. Miss Jolly and the man and boy had moved over to her side of the room. Two other Guides, Hester and Tilly, were bent over a small, tin bath. Each held a toy baby over the bath and pretended to wash it with their free hands. The man looked on with a smile.

“Thank you girls,” said Miss Jolly after a few minutes. She was using the brisk tone of voice she used when other adults were in the room. “And here,” she said, turning to Nancy and Fiona, “here we have something that will interest you. These girls are taking their telegraphist badge tonight.” The group took a couple of steps towards her table. Miss Jolly continued: “Now then girls, this gentleman is overseeing the War effort on the Home Front, and I’ve been telling him all about your talent for Morse code, Nancy.” She turned back to the man and the boy. “Oh yes,” she said, “Nancy has something of a talent for Morse code and can build a radio receiver in a trice, not that that should be a surprise to any of us. Her Father is a big radio enthusiast, isn’t he Nancy?”

Nancy’s bottom lip quivered. Normally she would have talked with gusto about her father’s love of radio, but her mind suddenly jumped back to that strange case and the man’s visit to her Father. She glanced up to meet the man’s eyes. “Yes,” she said firmly, before she looked down again.

“We’re delighted to hear it: and what does a Guide have to do?” he asked. She glanced up again and saw him smiling at her. He was rather distinguished looking and carried an air of authority about him.

“Build a wireless receiver,” said Nancy, her voice firm.

“And what else, Nancy?” asked Miss Jolly.

“Send a Morse code message at thirty words a minute.”

“And do you know what Morse code is?” he asked.

“Yes, of course: it’s a system of turning letters into sounds that can be made by hitting a key on a hard surface. My father has told me all about it.”

He clapped his hands loudly. “Excellent,” he said. “They use it to fool us and we use it to fool them, eh? And will you give us a demonstration?”

Nancy leant over the black box receiver. It was small and looked like a radio set, with its dials and coils. She plugged the headphones into the socket and took out a small pebble-looking object from the table.

“What’s that?” asked Miss Jolly.

“It’s the crystal that finds the right frequency,” said Nancy.

The crystal had its own slot and she plugged that in too. Then the Morse key was attached. Finally she poised the index finger of her right hand over the Morse key and began to tap out a message. After a few minutes she stopped tapping and looked up.

“Morse is a language system used for sending messages over radio waves,” she said. “You connect the Morse key to the machine and it connects with a radio wave so the Morse can be sent over the airwaves to be heard by other people.”

“Wonderful work, simply wonderful, that’s the way to show em, eh?” said the man. Nancy looked up and saw his eyes fixed on her.

“And why do we need Morse?” he asked Nancy.

“The Army and other military use it,” she replied. “It’s a way of getting messages to each other very quickly.”

“And a lot more besides,” he said. He was staring at her again, making Nancy feel uneasy. The man and boy hovered for a few minutes more before they moved on to other tables to view Brenda’s knitting, hear Judith’s ideas on raising money to buy blankets for people in the bombed-out areas, and advise Andrea on the best tracking techniques. But every now and again Nancy would see the man glance back towards her and the box of dials and wires at her side.



THE DROP

1940

The following Saturday meant a walk to the shops with Mother. They set off through the narrow streets, which eventually opened up into the wide square of the market area with the shops. After the queues and the shopping they would head to Brents, Orethorpe’s only department store. Its Rose Garden café served hot tea in delicate china cups. Nancy and Mother would sit in the café, with their gas masks on their laps and their shopping bags crammed under the table, and savour every sip while their eyes wandered around the semi-luxurious surroundings so different from home.

This Saturday Nancy and Mother sat in virtual silence and, when it came time to return home, Nancy watched her mother lean down to scoop up the shopping bags with a deep sigh. They made their way down the back stairs of the store and onto Monks Street. But as she stepped into the fresh air Nancy didn’t see the usual bustle of the town, but a scene of hurry and bluster against the sudden whining noise of the sirens.

“Everyone into the air raid shelter!” shouted a man in a grey coat. He had a piece of cloth wrapped around his arm, but Nancy couldn’t make out the letters printed on it.

“What now, it’s daylight!” exclaimed Mother. For the first time since the start of the War, Nancy heard a catch of fear in her voice.

The man glanced over at them. “Follow the line of people down to the right; the underground shelter is open. Don’t dawdle there, please; keep everyone moving, down there, down there,” he pointed again, with greater urgency this time.

A few seconds later she and Mother were being swept along by the ribbon of people streaming from the shops and cafés, boys in short trousers, men in caps, rich-looking women in fur shawls and the not-so-rich in old tweed coats. They reached the top of the huge stone steps that led down to the public shelter. A queue had formed at the top and a man and a woman wearing the same arm-bands as the man on the street were filtering the crowd down, into the darkness.

“What’s goin’ on, is Hitler bombing us during the day as well as the night?” shouted a man in front of them. A few people glanced around and muttered to each other or themselves. The man and woman ignored him and continued giving instructions of their own.

“Careful on the stairs. Madam, can you help this good lady? Thank you, see she gets to sit down.” Nancy saw a man take the arm of a very old lady. She watched their heads bob down the stairs until they disappeared. She and Mother edged close to the top of the stairs. “Just be patient a little longer and everyone will get inside in good time. There’s about thirty steps. Is it what? Yes, it’s lit. Someone at the bottom will show you where to go.”

Ten minutes later Nancy was shuffling along a narrow, underground corridor amongst a sea of bodies, coats, bags and staring faces.

“Move down, move down, don’t crowd at the front,” someone behind her was shouting.

Nancy picked her way along the corridor, aware of Mother behind her. Wooden benches lined the walls on both sides, leaving just enough room to walk down the centre. Nancy could now see a line of people sitting on the benches stretching out in front of her. She could go no further. Seeing a spare patch of bench she quickly sat down. Mother managed to get a seat beside her. The tunnel was filling up and as she glanced down towards the entrance Nancy thought she saw the ginger hair and face of someone familiar bobbing in and out of the crowd. She saw it briefly before it disappeared behind a large man. Then it appeared again. It suddenly dawned on her who it was. It was the boy who came to the house that day and the Guide meeting as well. A few moments later he dodged around a couple and their two children and began striding towards them. He sat down on the bench opposite.

“This is quite a do, isn’t it?” he said.

Mother looked at him curiously.

“Mother, this is…” Nancy suddenly realised she didn’t even know his name.

“It’s Tom,” he said, grinning.

“How do you do, Tom,” said Mother, in the polite tone she used for strangers.

“Hello,” he replied, grinning again.

“And where do you live, Tom?”

Nancy realised that Mother hadn’t recognised Tom from his visit to the house to collect the mysterious case.

“In Halfpen’ Street,” he said. He’d removed his cap and was twisting it around in his hands.

“Halfpenny Street,” said Mother, partly to confirm that she’d heard him and partly to correct his pronunciation.

For the next two hours Nancy sat squashed between Mother on one side and a stranger on the other. It grew hot and sticky and she felt herself getting drowsy. Occasionally, Nancy would glance at Tom and he would catch her eye and give her the strangest, knowing look. Neither the sound of sirens nor bombing could be heard, so it was to huge groans of relief that the all-clear eventually came. They were funnelled out of the tunnel the same way they came in, and as she climbed the stone steps Nancy could feel the sharp air of the outdoors on her face. Nancy and Mother quickly walked away from those streaming out from the top of the stairs. Nancy noticed that Tom was close behind them.

After a minute or so Mother swung around to face Nancy. “I’ve left my hat in the shelter,” she said.

“I’ll get it,” said Tom. He reached out for Nancy’s hand, “We’ll go together and catch you up.” With that he pulled Nancy away and soon they were hurrying along. “Don’t say anything, just come with me,” he whispered with great urgency.

“Where are we going?” Nancy cried. She tried to yank her hand away but he was pulling at her again.

“Come on, do you want to win this War or don’t you?” he said in a low whisper.

They walked quickly into the street that ran parallel with the Market Square. Dusk was coming on the town fast and Nancy knew that they would soon struggle to see. But still Tom strode on, past the terraced houses and out towards the fields. They came to a gate.

“What are you doing?” asked Nancy. “If we go in there we’ll never find our way out.”

Tom turned towards her. “Oh yes we will, it’s a full moon tonight and they always use that.”

“They? Who’s they?”

But Tom had bolted over the gate and was already striding ahead. Nancy hovered at the gate for a few moments before she, too, climbed over and began to follow him. They took hurried steps across the fields for several minutes until Tom suddenly raised his hand.

“See that?” he said, pointing ahead. And she could see it, a small white light in the line of trees on the other side of the field ahead. First it was there, then it disappeared, then appeared again.

“They’ll be here soon,” whispered Tom. “Look, we can watch from over there.” He pointed to a large, stone feeding trough jutting out of the ground. They ran to it and crouched down. Each peered around the trough on different sides, looking towards the trees.

“Who is it?” whispered Nancy.

“You’ll soon see,” he whispered back.

The white light grew stronger now. Straining to see in the dark, Nancy realised she could make out the figure of someone emerging from the woodland. Whoever it was had the light in one hand, for it bobbed up and down. Then she saw a second figure walk over to the first. The two ghost-like figures stood together. She went to speak but was stopped suddenly by a sound overhead. Quickly Nancy could make out the unmistakable sound of aircraft.

“It’s the Germans, the Luftwaffe; we’ve got to get out of here.” Her whisper had taken on an urgent, desperate tone. But Tom didn’t move his gaze from the two figures.

“It’s not a bombing raid,” he said knowingly.

The overhead engine was getting closer until suddenly Nancy could see a plane’s brooding, black bulk in the sky. She was starting to panic, believing they’d never survive a bomb at this close range. A sudden impulse to run overwhelmed her and, without thinking, she uncurled her body and stood up, ready to flee. But it was then that she saw three graceful parachutes wafting through the night air, towards the ground. Attached to each of them was the outline of a body. The two figures also watched, and when the three bodies had landed they ran over to each in turn. Nancy and Tom watched as the parachutes were thrown over each stranger’s shoulder and all the figures disappeared again into the woods. By then the aircraft sound was distant again. It hadn’t even landed.

“Wow!,” Tom whistled between his teeth. “Did you see that? What a whizz seeing that.”

BANG BANG BANG! Suddenly she heard the crack of gunfire across the field. Nancy ducked her head back and scrunched her body low towards the ground.

“Help, help!” she began to scream, but her voice was drowned out in the shrill whistling and then the frantic shouting in front of her. There was more gunfire, more shouting. She bolted upright, turned back towards the way they had come and began to run harder and faster than she had ever attempted in her life. After a few moments she became aware of Tom running behind her. They ran and ran, over the fields, scrambling over gates and sloshing through streams until, at last, they came to the edge of the town.

It wasn’t until they reached Coleridge’s store on the corner of Sheepwash Street that they dared stop to lean their shaking legs against the boarded-up windows and take huge gulps of breath. Eventually Nancy spoke. “Who are they Tom? Who are they?” Tom’s face was red, his breath panting and his hair matted with sweat. “Who are they?” She was almost shouting now.

“Haven’t you guessed yet? They’re German spies of course.” He stared into her astonished face. “They’re spies!”



MR SMITH

June 2010

At the end of a long driveway on the outskirts of Orethorpe was a large house in the grip of a slow decay. The outside brickwork was coarse and a faded muddy colour. The windows were streaked with bird mess, their wooden frames dry and cracked like the skin on a very old man or woman. Only a few ancient brushstrokes of paint had managed to cling to the woodwork. It was a rusty colour, as if it had once been a bright red, like an aunt’s lipstick when she bent down to kiss an unwilling niece or nephew.

Inside the large, faded kitchen Mr Smith laid the table for tea. He was an old man who shuffled around slowly. His clothes hung on his thin frame, but his eyes were bright, especially today, for he was preparing for a visitor. Arthur was coming; Arthur the twelve-year-old who lived close by, the boy Scout, who came once a week to tidy up his garden.

The pair had met in Orethorpe several months before, not long after Mr Smith’s wife, Marion, had died. Mr Smith was on his way to the post office on his mobility scooter when he saw the figure of a lad out of the corner of his eye. Before he knew it the boy had stepped out in front of him, forcing him to slam on the brakes.

“Watch out!” he had shouted.

Arthur had sprung back and for a couple of seconds the two just stared at each other. Mr Smith, who was usually such a mild-mannered chap, was himself taken aback.

“Sorry,” said Arthur faintly, before his mother appeared.

Two weeks later the Scout leader, Peter Pickles, arrived on Mr Smith’s doorstep with none other than Arthur, the same boy, in tow.

“Ahem, Mr Smith, sir?” asked Mr Pickles. The old man had squinted at the two figures on his front step: one a tidy, fussy-looking man in a crisp uniform; behind him a short lad. “I’m one of the leaders of the Scouts, sir, at your service,” continued the Scout Master.

“Are you? Oh, oh how, how, how, how nice,” said Mr Smith.

There was another pause before Mr Pickles cleared his throat and continued. “You should have had a visit from the town council,” he said. “I believe they’ve been round to talk about the community scheme, litter-picking, visiting, ahem, visiting older people in the nursing home, you know the kind of thing I mean. Well, ahem, we were told you’d like some help with your garden. Arthur here has volunteered to help someone with the garden once a week, cutting the grass and things. Arthur will get his Community Service Badge and, who knows, the whole pack might get a council award, eh Arthur?”

Mr Smith looked down at the boy standing beside the Scout leader. Finally he spoke. “Oh I, I, I, see,” he said, looking back up to Mr Pickles. His weak voice betrayed his age. “Do you want to come inside? H-h-h-h-h hold on a second, I was just about to empty the pot.” And with that he leant forward and jerked the teapot in his hand, sending its thick, brown liquid onto the ground, followed by two sodden teabags, which landed on the lawn with a squishing sound. Mr Pickles jumped sideways slightly to avoid getting splashed. He laughed nervously before the old man stepped away to allow the pair to enter, closed the door behind them and shuffled ahead and into the living room.

The room was cold and had the smell and atmosphere of damp. Mr Smith slowly levered himself into an armchair which sagged in the middle, sending a puff of dust into the air. Mr Pickles moved a jumper from a cushion so he could sit down on the edge of the sofa, ready to spring up again at any moment. He motioned for Arthur to do the same.

“Well,” said Mr Pickles in a loud, over-cheerful voice, for he was feeling a little uncomfortable, both at his surroundings and at the boy’s continued silence. “Arthur will call around Saturday morning around eleven and we’ll see how it goes. He’ll have to be accompanied by one of the other leaders for the first few weeks, health and safety and all that, you understand. But if you can let us know what kind of things he’d be required to do in the garden then I will fill in this form.” He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a piece of paper which he hastily unfolded. “We can do most of the formalities today so they are out of the way.”

“It’s very, very kind of you and all the young people,” said Mr Smith in his low voice. “I do manage to cut the grass now and again, you know, but it’s a little hard on my old back. But it’s so very obliging of you to offer to help. A-a-a-a-a are you sure it’s not too much trouble?”

“No, no, that’s what the Scouts are here for.”

Arthur only half-listened as the two men talked. Their chatter faded into the background as he fixed his gaze on the old man. He looked with wonder at his hollow cheeks, the dark, bushy eyebrows and silver hair. The face was long and lined, his clothes faded and baggy. His eyes appeared sunken into their sockets and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down every time he spoke. Mr Smith sat with his hands clasped in front of him, and when he did speak his voice sounded nervous, like that of a boy or girl called to read aloud in front of the entire assembly at school. Occasionally, during the conversation, the old man would glance at Arthur, but the lad sat like stone on the sofa. Eventually Mr Pickles cleared his throat again and stood up.

“I’ve written it all down, so if you just sign here saying you’re happy to have the work done,” he said, passing the completed form to the old man, who squinted hard before reaching into his shirt pocket for a pen. Arthur noticed how his hand shook slightly as it hovered over the form for a moment. Then, at last, it was time to go. They walked back towards the front door, their shoes sounding hollow on the threadbare carpet. Arthur glanced at a staircase near the door. A crack had run up the wall like a ladder in a pair of his mum’s tights. Mr Pickles swung round to say goodbye, holding out his hand to the old man, who took it feebly. “Say goodbye, Arthur,” said Mr Pickles suddenly, looking down at Arthur. Arthur reached out his sweaty hand to Mr Smith. The old man didn’t react.

“Goodbye,” said the boy, his voice betraying his nerves, as he quickly withdrew his hand. With that they left. As he and the leader walked down the path Arthur glanced back towards the house. Mr Smith was standing in the frame of the front door. He seemed to be staring into space.

The following Saturday Arthur, together with several other boys, was back at Mr Smith’s house. They were accompanied by Jack Williams, another volunteer leader. The boys got to work cutting the grass, taking it in turns to push the ancient mower that they had to force through the thick carpet of lawn. It took so long that there was no time left in the hour to do anything else.

“Now the grass has been cut it won’t be as hard next time,” said Jack.

Arthur was relieved it was over. But the following week he was back. By the third week he was allowed to go on his own. To his young eyes the garden was the same chaotic mess as the house itself. The lawn had been allowed to grow unchecked for so long that it had spread into the soil borders. The grass itself was thick with moss and dandelions and the barely distinguishable borders were full of weeds.

By week four Arthur knew how many times he had to criss-cross the lawn with the mower and how long it would take. He kept a mental note of the number of aircraft that flew overhead and he counted how many weeds he pulled out each time. In his own little way he tried to make the time pass as quickly as he could. He would try to run with the lawn mower instead of walking. He would time how long it took him to pull out one weed every five centimetres along the borders – each time trying to do it quicker than before. He stopped raking the patch of soil furthest away from the front window, believing Mr Smith would not notice. The old man would stand at the front door each week, straining his eyes to see into the garden. Afterwards he would politely thank the boy in his weak voice, his shoulders hunched, his right hand on the wall to steady his slightly trembling frame.



THE NOTE

1940

The note was pushed into Nancy’s hand as she walked home from school. She and her friend Joyce had reached Granvilles factory during the afternoon shift change. They were struggling through the crowds of men and women streaming from the gates when Nancy suddenly became aware that something had been shoved into her hand. She looked down. It was a small, brown envelope marked Miss N Brown – Secret. She quickly looked up but could only see hurried expressions on the faces of the weary, dirty labourers. Without thinking she shoved the envelope into her coat so that Joyce could not see. On reaching home Nancy sprinted up the narrow stairs to her bedroom. She closed the door and lifted the envelope to her eyes. She ripped it open. It read:

TOP SECRET

MINISTRY OF LABOUR & NATIONAL SERVICE

Orethorpe

Monday, 14 October, 1940

Dear Madam

I have to inform you that under Defence Regulation 29 BA you may be directed to part-time service in the police or civil defence. In this connection you are required to attend a preliminary interview at Dorehill’s grocery shop, Cowpuddle Lane, Orethorpe on Saturday, 19 October, 1940, at 4.30pm.
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